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Question 6 

To what extent can The Argonauts be described as a representative example  

of the lyric essay?  

In your answer consider the importance of the fragment and citation in Nelson’s text. 
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i. The Argonauts is ‘a book that experiments with the protocols of traditional autobiography 

by conjoining descriptions of daily life with philosophical reflection and debates in both 

art criticism and critical theory.’                                                            Wiegman (2020, p1) 

 

ii. The term ‘lyric essay’ brings poetry—the highest of the high literary arts—into the realm 

of nonfiction. The term ingeniously takes advantage of lyric’s double valence: It 

definitely means poetic and 2) nobody can agree on what else it might mean.    

Bonaffons (2016, p3) 

                                                                                                         
In 2015, Maggie Nelson’s innovative genre defying book The Argonauts won a USA National 

Book Critics Circle Award for its outstanding contribution to literary criticism. A New York Times 

best-seller, the book’s blurb describes it as a ‘genre-bending memoir’. Laing (2015) calls the 

book a ‘blend of criticism memoir, comment, and quotation which ‘defies easy definition.’ An 

engaging non-linear read, cleverly interlaced with fragments of imagery, and personal 

revelations, Nelson incorporates quotes from her theoretical influencers whom she cites in the 

margins of the book.  

Much like The Argonauts in categorical ambiguities, the lyric essay, as Staff (2019) suggests 

is, difficult to critique because of its association with poetry and the poetic license it claims as 

its due. Glatch (2020) claims that despite current day popularity in literary nonfiction, no form 

is quite as complicated as the lyric essay. D’Agata and Tall (1997) expound that: ‘it partakes of 

the poem in its density and shapeliness, its distillation of ideas and musicality of language. It is 

akin to the essay in its weight, in its overt desire to engage with facts, melding its allegiance to 

the actual with its passion for imaginative form.’  

On a personal level I inhabited The Argonauts both as a reader and via audiobook. In both 

instances I felt immersed in a lyrical, and engaging journey that segued from past to present, 

from criticism to memoir, whilst utilising conjoined fragments and citation to create a tightly 

woven fabric of content and form. To the extent that this book fits within the parameters of 

what essayists like D’Agata and Tall (ibid) describe as a lyric essay, I would argue that The 

Argonauts could well be a representative example of this popularised hybrid genre. 
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Wiegman’ (2020) describes the lyric essay as ‘partaking of the poem in its density and 

shapeliness’. This description appears analogous with Nelson’s writing style throughout the 

book. Containing a multiplicity of integrated themes, the book’s obvious hybridity is 

representative of literary criticism, memoir, poetic timbre, memoir, fragmented novel, and essay. 

Paradoxically, these multifarious constituents can also be representative of a lyric essay. 

‘To tell you what a lyric essay is about is to tell you next to nothing about it’.  

Tredinnick (2011, p60) 

The Argonauts is ‘paradox not only of content but also of genre. Genres in this book are 

bent beyond recognition; `boundaries are transcended and ignored.’         Pearl (2018) 

D’Agata and Tall (1997) claim that the lyric essay ‘does not expound. It may merely 

mention. It might move by association, leaping from one path of thought to another by way of 

imagery or connotation, advancing by juxtaposition or sidewinding poetic logic. It samples the 

techniques of fiction, drama, journalism, song, and film.’ Kachka (2015), states that the lyric 

essay’s origins go back at least as far as journalist-critics, Susan Sontag, and Joan 

Didion.  According to Dess, the form’s antecedents date back to Truman Capote’s 1965 best-

selling crime novel, In Cold Blood, which introduced the concept of the ‘nonfiction novel’ (2019). 

In years prior, Oscar Wilde’s 1891 essay ‘The Soul of Man Under Socialism’, displayed elements of 

the lyric essay. Like The Argonauts, Wilde’s essay is lyrical, argumentative, critical, clever, 

entertaining, and poetic. Since Wilde’s days, many essayists such as John D’Agata, Anne Carson, 

Dodie Bellamy, Claudia Rankine, Jenny Boully and David Rattray have contributed to what 

appears to be a lyric essay proliferation, Brunton (2018). 

Despite D’Agata and Tall’s 1997 attribution, it appears that the lyric essay remains an 

evasive beast, seemingly enigmatic, ineffable, and esoteric. Judith Kitchen (2018, p115) claims 

that the lyric essay suffers from an identity crisis, and that the term is applied to anything ‘short, 

anything of any length, that uses poetic language, anything  that employs the mosaic technique, 

anything experimental, and, for want of a better word, anything we might dub clever.’ Is the 

lyric essay beyond categorisation? In a literal dictionary definition of ‘lyric’ and ‘essay’ we arrive 

at the following: 

Lyric: (adjective) (of poetry) expressing the writer's emotions, usually briefly and in stanzas 

or recognized forms. ‘lyric poems of extraordinary beauty’ (noun) A lyric poem or verse 
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Essay: (noun) A short piece of writing on a particular subject. Oxford Lexico dictionary (2021) 

If we combine ‘lyric’ with ‘essay’ it creates this descriptor: ‘a short piece of writing which 

expresses the writer’s emotions...’  Certainly, in a literal sense, Nelson’s emotions are forefront 

evident throughout the book. 

Is the lyric essay simply a medium to allow the writer to demonstrate their cleverness or, 

to discuss something previously not broached or unapproachable?  It appears to have creative 

tentacles which like an octopus, twist, and curl, advancing and receding into itself – expanding 

and shrinking, fragmenting yet cohesive – fluid, flowing and pliable. Have you ever watched an 

octopus fitting its large gangly body into a small space with grace and poetic symmetry? The 

shape shifting lyric essay reminds me of that.  

  
‘What is astonishing is that Maggie Nelson has managed to combine a deeply poignant 

love story, a mothering saga, and well-researched academic conversations, with a 

scorching outline of the social and personal struggle to live freely in an intense 

relationship with a gender-fluid person.’        Allerton (2019) 

 

I suggest that there is a strong correlation between Allerton’s (ibid) description of Nelson’s 

work and D’Agata and Tall’s (1997) depiction of a lyric essay. As a variation to reading the book, I 

have listened to it being narrated by the author. To hear Nelson read her work in a warm, lyrical, 

and earnest voice honoured the candour of the book and created a greater intimacy than reading 

alone could afford. She engages with a multitude of themes: murder, identity, breast cancer, 

death, queer and gender politics, child custody, pregnancy, motherhood, sexual practices - kink 

and fetish; sexual feelings whilst breast feeding and ‘a homophobic and transphobic judge 

deciding on the fate of a child to go to either a queer couple or a lesbian mother’. (2015) 

Her work is the masterfully written lyrical epitome of hybridity and fragmentation, 

interwoven from the deeply personal to the public and sprinkled with citations from various 

modalities.  Her language crystalises from one theorist to another whilst being interspersed with 

descriptions of her relationship with her transgender husband, Harry Dodge: ‘I feel I can give 

you everything without giving myself away, I whispered in your basement bed. If one does one's 

solitude right, this is the prize.’ Nelson (2015). 
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‘Given its genre mingling, the lyric essay often accretes by fragments, taking shape 

mosaically – its import visible only when one stands back and sees it whole.           

D’Agata & Tall (1997) 

Nelson narrates in fragments woven together with poetic succinctness. Fragmentation is  

both an essential feature of the book and as D’Agata & Tall (1997) argue, of the lyric essay. 

Callahan (2021) suggests that the fragmented text is like a melody, all of its parts retain their 

agency, even as they interrelate and play off of each other in order to create meaning and make 

a satisfying whole. Bonnaffons (2016) says that perhaps the lyric essay is strengthened not by 

unidirectional ‘expounding’ but by a lateral spread accompanying its movement through linear 

time, as its ‘propositions’ multiply (ibid). Nelson doesn’t follow a linear trajectory, but she does 

use poetic protocol to create imagery and rhythm. Bonnaffons talks about ‘white spaces’, the 

spaces between fragments, a balking at the question of form – a block of prose suggesting a 

linear accretion of meaning (ibid).  

‘Each paragraph (Nelson prefers ‘proposition’), like a stanza of poetry, becomes a little island 

of text, lapped by whiteness—set against blankness, and in relation to the others. Like music, 

lyric paragraphs make use of silence. They draw attention to their own density.’ (ibid)  

Sentences, Nelson says, ‘keep her up at night’ (2015). She categorises The Argonauts as 

autotheory, a combination of autobiography and critical theory. Pearl (2018) claims that 

autotheory refers to Nelson’s ‘radical use of critical theory in a narrative of storytelling’. This 

genre, like the lyric essay is representative of hybridity and interestingly, it appears that both 

hybrids are interchangeable. Herein lies the problematic nature of an absolute definition for 

either the lyric essay or The Argonauts as a specific genre. 

 In positioning Nelson’s book as memoir, she relates ‘a lifetime of experimenting with the 

personal made public.’ (2015). Her husband, Harry is rattled by this. ‘Harry is a private person. 

Harry feels unheld…beheld even…over my writing in The Argonauts’. (ibid) She ponders: ‘How 

can a book be both a free expression and a negotiation? (ibid). She segues in fragments from 

lyrical prose: ‘Like when you whisper, you're just a hole, letting me fill you up. Like when I say 

husband’ to an Irigaray quote and marginal citation about the female labia: ‘when our lips speak 
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together a circle which is always self-touching. The imagery is vivid, the citations give credibility 

to her experience and encourage further investigation.  

‘When it comes to my own writing, if I insist that there is a persona or a performativity at 

work, I don’t mean to say that I’m not myself in my writing, or that my writing somehow isn’t 

me. I’m with Eileen Myles, ‘My dirty secret has always been that it’s of course about 

me.’ (ibid)  About Harry: ‘Listening to your soft voice singing - I’ve been working on the railroad,’ 

night after night; about Harry’s son: worry about custody, turned their days ‘tornado green’: 

about their son Iggy: ‘you knock yourself out to feel happy and held - set up a slide for him in 

the concrete sliver of our backyard.’ (ibid).  

Nelson adores DW Winnicott who she refers to frequently when discussing pregnancy and 

motherhood (ibid). Nelson’s intellectual rigour is obvious as she cites works from 

favourite theorists and writers in the page margins Gleeson (2021). There are quotes from Klein, 

Freud, Irigaray, Judith Butler; Derrida: ‘the rhapsodic narcissist of a letter writer’; Roland Barthes: 

‘The writer is someone who plays with his mother’s body’;  Wittgenstein, Eileen Myles; Ginsberg: 

‘the smell of arseholes’, Anne Carson, Deborah Hay, Denise Riley, Susan Fraiman and Jacques 

Lacan, (2015) – ‘The many gendered mothers of her heart’. (ibid) Themes of identity, language, 

love, gender, and parenting are unashamedly presented: ‘I am not interested in hermeneutics, 

or in erotics, or a metaphorics, of my anus. I am interested in ass-fucking’, Nelson (2015).’     

Stacey (2018) muses over being a ‘good enough’ reader of The Argonauts. She says the 

good enough reader is the one expected to tolerate being on the verge of failure and welcome 

its creative potential. I feel as though she is describing me… Further she says, Nelson’s ‘elliptical 

style assumes a great deal of cultural capital; many readers would just not be familiar with all 

these names.’ And, ‘what use is a citation without a date and page number anyway?’ Stacey 

borrows her premise from Winnicott’s ‘good enough mother’ theory. Yet in terms of the ‘good 

enough’ theme, like mothering, it can be a hit and miss. The inherent value of The Argonauts lies 

partly in its insights, discoveries, and revelations – an evolutionary parenting of both the writer 

and the reader. Stacey suggests that perhaps the book poses the question of the good-enough 

writer and the good-enough reader to all of us (ibid). 

Am I a good enough reader/listener of The Argonauts? I have discovered that to fully 

appreciate the complexity and nuances of the book, it must be returned to again and again. It 
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continually creates fresh insights as Nelson’s talent for juxtaposition, fragmentation, alternative 

citation style and compression is captivating. The use of citation and deference to writers who 

have influenced Nelson over her life from Winnicott to Sedgwick (2015) is a significant part of 

the work. It adds credibility and validation to her intense and complex experiences, acting as a 

buffer. Despite Nelson’s intellectual prowess, there is a thread of vulnerability running 

throughout The Argonauts. It is almost as though, to ‘express the inexpressible’ (Nelson:2015), 

she seeks the authority and support of her writing compatriots. It takes courage and character 

to make the intimate personal public – especially the sexual.  

With allusions to Buddhism, psychology, fiction, poetry, and film (ibid) which sit amid 

frequent references to the deeply personal, Nelson’s book belies categorisation into any specific 

genre. Undoubtedly a hybrid, The Argonauts, with its italicised quotes, shortened stanzas and 

paragraphs, demonstrates a skilled use of fragmentation which, allows the work to flow 

seamlessly without reducing meaning. The mood of the work fluctuates in rhythm with the 

changes in subject matter and this is integral to its ability to engage the reader.  

Is The Argonauts a representative example of the lyric essay? As a modern and creative 

hybrid, which defies formulation into a specific genre, the lyric essay includes the conventions 

of several genres. In that respect it mirrors The Argonauts in definitional elusiveness. The lyric 

essay embraces as its constituents, fragmentation, memoir, research, essay, poetry, and citation. 

Its tentacles intermingle with these same elements within Nelson’s work. In that respect The 

Argonauts, an extraordinary work of memoir, fragmentation, citation, and poetic form can take 

shelter under the lyrical essay umbrella. As a hopefully, ‘good enough’ reader/listener of The 

Argonauts - to borrow from D’Agata and Tall, (1997) - I have read it and experienced its 

‘malleability, ingenuity, immediacy, complexity and use of poetic language.’ I concur that 

Nelson’s work has provided a ‘fresh way to make music of the world.’ And as Nelson points out 

to us, ‘There is something profound here, ‘which I will but draw a circle around for you to ponder’ 

(2015). 
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